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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

1. Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts two papers: Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, in Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.114-135 and Duane W. Hamacher and Ray P. Norris, '‘Bridging the Gap’ through Australian Cultural Astronomy', in 'Oxford Ix' International Symposium on Archaeoastronomy Proceedings IAU Symposium S278, edited by Clive N. Ruggles, 282-290: International Astronomical Union, 2011. 

After a brief summary of both papers I will analyse, compare and contrast them from different perspectives and conclude with a summary of the main points.

2. Summary of the Papers

Both papers deal with ancient civilizations and their relationship to the cosmos in the wider 

sense. However, from two distinctly different perspectives: One religious-anthropological, the other scientific. 

Elzey’s article discusses the meaning and significance of the ancient Mesoamerican myth of the “Suns”, which refers to a succession of cosmic ages that is a central part of Nahua cosmogony.  (The Nahua are a still existing group of indigenous people in central Mexico).  He introduces the subject pointing to the more than twenty versions of the myth that existed within a hundred years of the Conquest and then defines the scope of his discussion, excluding those versions from non-Mexican regions ‘for the sake of economy’.
   For his objective to encourage further research, he puts forth three hypotheses, which he supports with literary and physical evidence, discussions on the previous scholarly debate and the overriding consensus he found regarding the interpretation of the myth as a model of cultural evolution which he critiques on the grounds of culturally biased assumptions about the evolution and linearity of time.
   Instead he proposes that form and structure of the myth should be the basis for interpreting its significance.  

Hamacher’s and Norris’ article summarizes their research seeking to prove that Aboriginal people in Australia made astronomical observations and measurements in ancient times for calendrical, navigational, and cultural purposes by examining physical evidence from monuments and artefacts such as message sticks, while also drawing on and discussing previous literature on the astronomy of the Aborigines.  The innovative part of their research consists of a series of measurements for stone monuments which confirmed beyond chance probability that they had been aligned to the cardinal directions proving their point that the Aborigines were able to identify these and perform ‘careful observations and measurements of celestial bodies and positions’, which they claim sheds a new light on the development of Aboriginal culture
. 

3. Context and Literary Style


'‘Bridging the Gap’ through Australian Cultural Astronomy' was published by Cambridge University Press in a Collection of Papers presented at the “Oxford IX” International Symposium on Archaeoastronomy, organized by the International Astronomical Union, that took place in January 2011 under the heading “Building Bridges between Cultures” and was edited by Clive L.N. Ruggles, an acknowledged expert in the field of Archaeoastronomy. 

The paper summarized Hamacher’s PhD research
  and shows a factual and concise writing style.  It is well structured with numbered headings including an abstract, introduction and a clear conclusion.  The authors carefully support every claim with short references in brackets within the text and include a full bibliography at the end of the article, as well as acknowledgements and a selection of keywords.  With only eight pages including large illustrations, the article is short, compared to Elzey’s more than twenty-one pages, but this might reflect the authors’ background in the natural sciences which, in contrast to the Humanities, tend to operate within a positivist paradigm, placing higher value on data, facts and measurement, which is also reflected in their use of tables and schematic diagrams for illustration purposes. 
 

Wayne Elzey was Professor of Comparative Religion at Miami University from 1970 until 

2002.  He gained his PhD in History of Religion at Chicago University Divinity School on the topic of Aztec mythology and he was later to be regarded an expert in Aztec and Mayan religions by his peers.
  He was 35 years old at the time this article was published in Numen, a journal dedicated to the latest research in the history of religion.  This field of study is highly reliant on secondary sources and Elzey was known to have paid great attention to extracting authors’ views and perspectives from a text and being careful not to impose one’s own cultural and religious bias.
  This is a common perspective in qualitative research.
  

While his language and writing style are relatively easy to follow for non-specialists, ease of reading suffers from its lack of headings and extremely lengthy comments in his references, covering, at times, more than a full page in small print.  Unlike Hamacher and Norris, he does not include a bibliography or acknowledgements at the end of the paper.  Elzey uses footnotes in the text on which he elaborates at the bottom of the page.  He includes no illustrations to help visualize some of the information, for instance in his discussion of the Aztec calendar stone.
  The author appears to assume that his readers have the same level of education and understanding as himself since he does not offer any definition of specialist terms, such as “diffusionism”
 and cites Spanish text without offering a translation.
   He also assumes that his readers know about the Popul Vuh (Mayan cosmogony), since he does not offer any explanation. 
4. Analysis

In their introduction, Hamacher and Norris give extensive references from their literature review as evidence that Aboriginal people were careful observers of the sky. They also claim that this fact is not well known to ‘mainstream’ Australians and that, in fact some scholars think, Aborigines were not able to count past four.  This appears to be the rationale for their paper, but seems a little bit contrived, given the scarcity of evidence for these positions compared to the other evidence. At the end of their introduction they state that the purpose of their paper is to ‘highlight examples of how Aboriginal people made use of celestial phenomena…’

This they proceed to achieve by analyzing the scholarly evidence regarding the Aborigines’ use of celestial observation for timekeeping as seasonal markers and for food economics.  They illustrate their claim that the heliacal risings of certain stars were used by different tribes to mark the beginning of up to six differentiated seasons with a table listing five different tribes and the respective stars and season they denote, however, without offering any cosmological context, such as the relevance and meaning of these seasonal markers in terms of the central theme in Aboriginal culture – the Dreaming.  As Campion writes: 

Yet, in marking the seasons, the stars reveal the Dreaming as experienced in the rhythm of life. Seasonal rituals might be determined by the sun, the monthly patterns of the moon, or the regular appearance and disappearance of Venus.

Their lack of reference to the Dreaming and the Aborigines’ cosmology as distinctively different from that of ‘mainstream’ Australians, shows their primary focus in this paper to be ‘scientific’, rather than religious or cultural.  Their claim to have cast a new light on the cultural development of the Aborigines without such contextual considerations, however, leads to the question as to their definition of ‘culture’, which, as Eagleton explains, is one of the most difficult words to define in the English language.
  It  seems as though they want to correct any mainstream misconception of Aborigines being or having been ‘primitive’ and unable to count past four. By doing that they take the Western cultural perspective as a yardstick with which to measure other cultures, rather than trying to understand them and their religious motivations on their own terms. 

In contrast, Elzey’s paper shows a very strong concern with understanding the subject matter of his article – the Nahua Myth of the Suns – on its own cultural and religious terms.  As a way to approach an interpretation he asks: ‘Put in the language of the myth, “What is the nature of the fifth Sun in relation to the earlier ages?...”’, which shows that he uses the myth itself to find an interpretation rather than imposing one through comparison with other myths.

The strength of the Hamacher and Norris paper is its clear external structure with headings, illustrations, bibliography and keywords. However, internally, the paper lacks cohesion and a stringent line of argumentation, it is more like a sequence of separate chapters, evidence thrown together to fit into their research rationale and claims.  To be concerned with what ‘mainstream’ Australians think is a weak starting point for a scientific research paper and regardless of their definition of culture, they give no evidence in their paper as to the historical development of Aborigines’ celestial observation habits over a period of time, they not even mention, as Campion points out, that Aborigines can be regarded as some of the earliest astronomers.

Elzey’s article, on the other hand, lacks the external structure of headings, but there is a very clear internal structure to be found in the way that he introduces the subject matter with a discussion of the variants of the myth and the respective reliability of sources,  stating clearly the purpose of his account to lay the foundation for future research on the grounds of his hypotheses and the following discussion of the scholarly debate and his critique of the common interpretation of the myth in an ‘evolutionist’ way.  This he dismisses on the basis of evidence for it being ‘fragmentary and enigmatic  at best’
 as well as by carefully analyzing the myth itself and letting it give evidence against such an interpretation. He suggests to interpret the myth in terms of its form and structure and cites his former teacher, the historian of religion, Mircea Eliade twice, giving evidence for the background of his own argument. 

One of the great strengths of this paper is the stringent argumentation and build-up of his main critique on the scholarly debate and his own arguments to support his hypotheses.  There is great clarity and rigor in his argumentation despite the extremely lengthy discussion of details. However, one is left feeling slightly dissatisfied at the end of the article for the lack of a summary or conclusion.  

5. Conclusion

The two papers discussed in this essay represent two very different perspective on some

ancient people’s interaction with or belief about the cosmos.  Hamacher and Norris focus on the Aborigines’ observations and measurements of the sky and the stories they weaved around celestial phenomena, however, without looking at the meaning context of their overall cosmology, religion and beliefs.  I have argued that their focus on the scientifically verifiable proof for early Aboriginal astronomical understanding betrays their own cultural bias and desire to disprove notions of the Aborigines being ‘primitive’ in the sense of ‘mainstream’ Australians and some scholars who claim Aborigines were incapable of even the most elementary calculations.
 


Elzey’s paper, which was written some thirty-five years earlier, spans over a very detailled scholarly discussion of more than twenty-one pages and lacks the external structure of headings, introduction and conclusion but shows a much more stringent argumentation and an inner cohesion and congruence that the other paper lacks. Fore mostly, as a historian of religion, he is aware of the dangers of cultural bias and strives to signify the meaning and significance of the myth on its own terms, carefully avoiding to impose a contemporary cultural perspective on it. 
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